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Topic:   Lessons Learned and Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) 

Beginning in 2010 all Federal Agencies require that a decision must be documented in Wildland Fire 
Decision Support System (WFDSS) (http://wfdss.usgs.gov) for all fires that are not successfully 
suppressed with the initial attack response.  Other than a few mandatory system requirements and 
agency requirements, the content of the decision is at the discretion of the Author and responsible 
Agency Administrator.  WFDSS provides the flexibility to determine content and selection of analysis 
tools in response to where and how the fire is burning and changing complexity as the fire spreads 
across the landscape encountering  changing fuels, weather, Land and Resource Management Plan 
guidance and jurisdictions. 

FAQ 

Q - How quickly should we publish a decision? 

A - In general an initial decision that documents the current situation, identifies the incident objectives 
and general course of action should be approved by the responsible agency official(s) as soon as 
possible, as this provides the basis for incident delegations and development of the Incident Action 
Plan.  Do not wait until you have the “perfect” decision, in fact it may be more important to publish a 
simple initial decision in a timely manner than to use the “bells and whistles” available in WFDSS.  
Keep in mind that additional detail and content can be added in subsequent decisions fairly easily.   
Cooperators and other stakeholders should be engaged in discussions on strategies, and potential 
responses early in the decision process especially on those incidents that have potential to cross 
ownerships/jurisdictions.  

It is recommended that Decisions be approved and published in WFDSS by the close of business the 
day following the need for the decision (fire escapes initial attack1, the periodic assessment indicates 
the course of action is no longer valid, the fire has exceeded the planning area, the fire will be 
managed to meet resource management objectives, etc.). 

Q – What is required to publish a Decision? 

A – Before publishing a decision, you need to do the following: 

• Enter the Unique Fire Identifier for the incident. 
• Enter the Incident Size (Acres). 
• Designate at least one approver for the decision. 
• Designate a Planning Area (can be refined in subsequent decisions) 
• Include the appropriate strategic objectives and management requirements. 

                                                 
1
 See Chapter 09 -  Fire Management Planning in the "Red Book" - Interagency Standards for Fire & Aviation 

Operations 2010 for definitions of Initial Attack, Extended Attack and Escape Initial Attack, along with the National 
Interagency direction regarding WFDSS 
 



 

• Include incident objectives and requirements. (can be refined in subsequent decisions) 
• Identify and include at least one strategic direction for the course of action. (can be refined in 

subsequent decisions) 
• Calculate relative risk. (can be refined for subsequent decisions and period assessments) 
• Validate the course of action. 
• Obtain approval of the decision.  Review of the decision before approval may be required 

depending on specific Agency Requirements 

Q – How many people can work on an individual incident at one time? 

A – There is no limit of the number of people who can work on an incident. During the decision 
documentation process, only one user will be able to access the same section of the decision at a 
time.  Partitioning the work can decrease the time need to prepare a decision, but make sure to do a 
review of the content prior to submitting for review/approval to ensure that there are no apparent 
contradictions between sections.  Once a decision is published the only way to make corrections is to 
publish a new decision. 

Q – We have ordered a IMT, what are their responsibilities in WFDSS? 

A – As noted above, it is the responsibility of your unit that an initial decision that documents the 
current situation, identifies the incident objectives and general course of action should be approved 
by the responsible agency official(s) as soon as possible, as this provides the basis for incident 
delegations and development of the Incident Action Plan.  If time allows it is recommended that you 
discuss your draft decision with the incoming IC to obtain their insight into the decision.  

It is a joint responsibility of your unit and representatives of the team to prepare all subsequent 
decisions for the duration of the team’s assignment to the incident.  The teams input into the 
development of incident objectives and course of action is essential.  Approval of new decisions for 
the duration of the incident remains the responsibility of the designated agency official(s) 

Q – What assessment tools are we required to use? 

A – There is no requirement that any specific tool be used for an incident.  The tools (Fire Behavior, 
Values Assessment, Stratified Cost Index (SCI) Etc) utilized should be selected based upon the type 
of incident (duration, type of fire behavior, values at risk etc) and the specific incident needs.  
Additional analysis tools can be utilized at any time during the life of an incident to help assess the 
situation and inform the decision.  The tools are intended to support the decision.  Avoid getting 
caught up in analysis and have the tools be an impediment to the time sensitive decision-making 
necessary to establish management direction for the fire.   

Q – What is the difference between the fire behavior tools and how can they be used? 

A – The automated Basic Fire Behavior (BFB) and Short-Term Fire Behavior (STFB) applications 
within WFDSS are designed for use by non-fire behavior specialists to quickly obtain outputs for a fire 
area using automatically supplied forecasted weather. The fire behavior outputs from these 
applications can provide insight into potential fire spread and fire behavior.  

BFB uses one set of wind and fuel moisture conditions to calculate and map "snapshot in time" fire 
behavior outputs for each cell on an entire user-defined landscape extent. BFB can be thought of as a 
"spatial BEHAVE or BehavePlus". 



 

STFB also uses one set of wind and fuel moisture conditions, to calculate (from a single ignition point 
for a defined length of time) potential fire spread in the form of arrival times and major paths   

BFB can provide insight into expected fire behavior across the landscape extent for a chosen time 
(e.g., the peak of the burning period for the next afternoon).  

STFB can be used to: 

• Obtain insight into potential short-term fire spread times and locations using forecasted 
weather. 

• Get an idea of short-term fire spread during a forecasted wind event. 
• Run "what-if" scenarios for spot fires. 
• Run several days (1-3 burn periods) of fire spread to help determine the size and extent 

needed for the Planning Area for the WFDSS Decision Process. 

The Analyst-assisted versions of BFB and STFB allow a user with the Fire Behavior Specialist Role to 
make modifications to the fuels and weather analysis inputs. 

FSPro is a geospatial probabilistic model that predicts fire growth, and is designed to support long-
term decision-making (more than 5 days).  

FSPro calculates two-dimensional fire growth and maps the probability that fire will visit each point 
(cell) on the landscape of interest under the following conditions: 

• during the specified time 
• in the absence of suppression 
• based on the current fire perimeter or ignition point   

FSPro is potentially valuable to fire managers because it can help address uncertainty in long-term 
fire behavior analysis where weather forecasts are unreliable. It can help support risk-based decision 
making when the results are combined with information about resources and assets (values to be 
protected).  FSPro can provide insight for strategic decision-making by helping to answering 
questions such as the following:  

• What is the probability a fire will reach a point of concern on the landscape during a specific 
period of time (such as within 7, 10, 14 or more days)? 

• What is the probability that a fire will reach an administrative boundary during a specific period 
of time? 

• Which fires or segments of fires will likely need suppression action? 
• How large might the fire get in 7, 10, 14 or more days? 

Mid Term Fire Behavior (Farsite) (MTFB) is excepted to be available in WFDSS by July 2010. MTFB 
analysis will generate fire progression and model fire behavior.  Unlike the Basic and Short Term fire 
behavior tools, MTFB does not hold environmental conditions (wind and fuel moistures) constant for 
the duration of the simulation, conditions can fluctuate through the duration of the modeled time 
period. MTFB will support decision making within 1-5 days and can be used to help answers 
questions such as:  

• Where will the fire go?  

• How large will the fire get?  

• When might the fire reach a particular location? MTFB will predict a fire perimeter versus the 
probability contours in FSPro.   



 

 
It is important to note that fire behavior models in WFDSS are not designed or appropriate for tactical 
decision making, only strategic decision making. The outputs assume no suppression action taken on 
the fire. As with the other geospatial fire behavior applications, these models cannot account for 
contribution of fire spread from falling snags, rolling debris, or plume-dominated events to fire spread, 
and assumes all the limitations and assumptions associated with the model and the fuel and weather 
data inherent in the programs and models that created them.  

Q – Do I need to develop Management Action Points (MAPs) as part of my course of action?  

A – No.  The initial decision should focus on documenting the values at risk, points of interest/concern 
which can be identified using the map tools on the Situation Tab in WFDSS.  The most recent 
WFDSS release allows for the creation of Points of Interest in addition to lines and polygon shapes 
for MAPs.  Work on refining the planning area and MAPs in a subsequent decision.  As more 
intelligence is gathered and an incident management organization (IMO) is in place, you or the IMO 
can locate/refine MAPs and the associated conditions, actions, resources needed and estimated 
costs to implement as needed. 

Q – I have never used MAPs before.  What is the intent? 

A – Management Action Points (M.A.P.s) are clearly specified incident conditions that, if reached, 
prompt a predefined modification to existing fire management actions, or trigger the implementation of 
new strategies and/or tactics. M.A.P.s are usually spatial, but can also be temporal or otherwise tied 
to conditions that cannot be conveyed geographically using points, lines, or polygons. Incident 
conditions defined by M.A.P.s can be related to fire activity, smoke, weather, fuels, calendar dates, 
resource availability or an combination of any of these (and other) elements. If the incident conditions 
defined by the M.A.P. are met, timely implementation is generally critical for successful 
accomplishment of the incident objectives 

• If the MAPs are points, lines, or polygons tied to a specific physical feature,   that feature 

should have characteristics that make it defendable in the case of encroaching fire. 

• The actions associated with a physical MAP will likely use the MAP as an anchor to work from 

– use a road to burn out from etc.   Therefore it is very important to define the conditions that 

trigger the actions as something prior to the fire actually reaching the MAP – if the fire is within 

3 burn periods of reaching the MAP order a Type 1 crew to prep the road for burnout etc.  

• If you define the conditions for actions as the fire has breached or is threatening the MAP, you 

have lost the advantage that a defensible feature provides and you will be chasing the fire in 

an area or in fuels that provide fewer opportunities for efficient actions. 

Q – What is required to create a MAP? 

A – There are two components to a MAP in WFDSS.  There is a spatial component (shape file) that 
can be a point, line or polygon and a text component that describes the predefined conditions, 
associated management actions, the resources that will be needed and the estimated monetary cost 
of implementing.  The two components can be created separately and MAPs do not have to have 
shapes associated with them.  However if you want to use a shape with your MAP, you must first 
either create or upload the shape before working on the text component.   



 

The only system requirements for creating a MAP (text component) are to identify the conditions that 
will trigger the associated specific management actions on the incident.   Identifying the resources 
needed and estimated costs to implement are optional inputs. 

Sometimes in initial decisions you might find it useful to initially create just the spatial component of 
MAP to identify an area or point of concern within your planning area.  You can add the text 
component in subsequent decisions as more information becomes available. 

Some examples of M.A.P.s: 

• "If active fire approaches within 100 yards of MAP1 (the Fuego Canyon Road), burn out the 
grassy vegetation along the roadside. Use engines on standby to suppress any spot fires 
across the roadway." 

• "If Red Flag winds are forecast and if the fire is not contained, remove all ground forces from 
the MAP2 polygon. Monitor fire activity from the Red Bear Lookout and, as conditions allow, 
use aerial resources to pick up any spots across the MAP boundary." 

Q – After working with WFDSS I have some recommendations or concerns I would like to 
share.  What is the best way to provide that feedback? 

A – There are two ways to provide feedback.  You can contact your Agency Point of Contact and 
detail your issues, concerns; recommendations etc and they will consolidate them along with those 
from other users and provide them to the National Coordinators.  Alternatively you can provide 
feedback through the WFDSS itself.   After logging into your profile, in the upper 
right corner, next to the help icon you will see “Feedback”.  Click on this link, 
which will open a new window where you can include your feedback in the space 
provided. 

We recommend that you utilize both pathways to provide feedback on WFDSS. 

Q – I need some advice/help on working through a decision who do I call? 

A – For WFDSS support needs (fire behavior modeling2, Values Assessments, and/or technical 
assistance) that cannot be met at the local unit level, the Unit’s first point of contact is their Agency’s 
identified Point of Contact (POC) listed below.  If the Agency POC is not available, contact one of the 
other listed Agency POC’s or the Rocky Mountain Area Coordination Center (RMACC) Coordinator 
on Duty to request WFDSS support and/or incident analysis prioritization. 

A National Fire Decision Support Center (NFDSC) has been established to support analysis used in 
wildland fire decision making and WFDSS. The support provided by NFDSC consists of developing, 
improving, and increasing production and operational use of decision support products.  Information 
about the NFDSC can be found at: http://www.wfmrda.org/NFDSC.html .  All requests for 
assistance from the NFDSC will be made by the Agency Point of Contact or RMACC. 

Q – My unit does not have the skills available on your local T3 Team to develop a course of 
action for a potential moderate to long duration fire.  How can we get some help? 

                                                 
2
 Fire modeling in the form of Analyst Assisted Basic, Short Term Fire Behavior and Long Term Fire Behavior (Fire 

Spread Probability (FSPro).  Planned future additions include Mid Term Fire Behavior (FARSITE). 

Although Fire Behavior modeling requests can be initiated in the WFDSS program, all requests should be followed up with 
a phone call to the local fire behavior specialist and/or Agency Point of Contact. 



 

A – An RMA Decision Support Group (DSG) may be requested to assist Agency Administrators (AA) 
and Incident Commanders (IC) with the analysis and development of a WFDSS Decision and the 
associated course of action for moderate to long term wildland fire event managed by local unit T33 
Incident Management Organization (IMO). 

The DSG is not a separate IMO but assists the AA/IC with: 

•  Identifying current and future needs relative to developing a course of action for potential 
medium to long duration events relative to strategic and incident objectives using any or all of 
the following:. 

o Fire Behavior Modeling (Short, Medium and Long Term) 
o Risk/Values Assessment 
o Developing Management Action Points and associated organizational or staffing needs 

 
The Decision Support Group composition and skill level will vary depending on the units needs but 
may include a 1) Strategic Operational Planner (SOPL), 2) Fire Behavior Specialist 3) Operations 
Specialist and 4) Fire GIS Specialist. 
 
If a Decision Support Group is needed the following ordering procedure should be utilized: 

• Contact your Agency Points of Contact listed below or if the Agency POC is not available, 
contact one of the other listed Agency POC’s or the Rocky Mountain Area Coordination Center 
(RMACC) Coordinator on Duty. 

• With your Agency POC determine the positions and skill level/expertise needed 
 
Contacts/Support: 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3
 The focus of the DSG is to support local T3 organizations and units with course of action/decision development, not to 

“mentor” or support RMA T1 and 2 teams.  The RMA T1 and 2 teams were configured beginning in the 2009 season to be 
capable of managing the full spectrum of wildland fire strategic and tactical responses.  The DSG is not intended to be an 
overhead team; it is strictly for support to local units. 
 

Agency Name Number 
USFS Paul Langowski 303-275-5307 
USFS Brenda Wilmore 970-328-5891 
CO/WY BLM Gwenan Poirier 303-239-3689 
NPS Linda Kerr 303-969-2883 
USFWS Rich Sterry 303-236-8124- 
USFWS Neal Beetch 303-445-4367 

BIA Reeve Armstrong 720-407-0637 
BIA John Barborinas 970 903-3499 


